Abstract. Individuals from five primate species were tested experimentally for their ability to follow the visual gaze of conspecifics to an outside object. Subjects were from captive social groups of chimpanzees, Pan troglodytes, sooty mangabeys, Cercocebus atys torquatus, rhesus macaques, Macaca mulatta, stumptail macaques, M. arctoides, and pigtail macaques, M. nemestrina. Experimental trials consisted of an experimenter inducing one individual to look at food being displayed, and then observing the reaction of another individual (the subject) that was looking at that individual (not the food). Control trials consisted of an experimenter displaying the food in an identical manner when the subject was alone. Individuals from all species reliably followed the gaze of conspecifics, looking to the food about 80% of the time in experimental trials, compared with about 20% of the time in control trials. Results are discussed in terms of both the proximate mechanisms that might be involved and the adaptive functions that might be served by gaze-following.
The ability to follow the direction of conspecifics' visual gaze would seem to be a social skill with immediate adaptive benefits. Following the gaze of others might help individuals perceive important entities in the environment such as food, predators, and certain kinds of social interactions among group-mates. This social cue might be especially helpful for highly social species, such as many primates, that need constant information about group-mates' activities. A number of field primatologists have made informal observations suggesting that some primate species may follow the gaze of conspecifics: for hamadryas baboons, Papio hamadryas (Kummer 1967); for longtail macaques, Macaca fascicularis (de Waal et al. 1976) ; for savannah baboons, Papio cynocephalus (Byrne & Whiten 1992); and for chimpanzees, Pan troglodytes (Plooij 1978) .
The problem is that in each of these cases there may have been some external stimulus that both primate individuals perceived and oriented to and that the human observer did not perceive, raising the possibility that gaze direction was not in fact the effective cue. Menzel (1973 Menzel ( , 1974 reported a series of experiments with chimpanzees in which this could not have been the case. In all of these studies, one captive chimpanzee knew the location of food while its group-mates did not. When allowed to search as a group, the group-mates were able to use the behaviour of the knowledgeable individual to determine successfully the food's location. In this situation, however, the knowledgeable individual provided the groupmates with a host of cues to the food's location, perhaps most importantly, direction of travel. There was thus no way in these experiments to know whether gaze direction by itself was responsible for the group-mates' success in finding the food.
The few experimental studies with primates conducted on this issue all have used human experimenters as the animate being whose gaze was being followed. For example, Povinelli & Eddy (1996, study 1) had six 5-to 6-year-old chimpanzees individually enter a room, whereupon they encountered a human experimenter facing them. As soon as the subject had spied her,
